Ethanol decreases plasma sulphydryls in man: effect of disulfiram.
Based on animal experiments, interactions of ethanol and its metabolites with sulphydryls have been implicated in the toxicity of ethanol, but acute effects of ethanol on sulphydryls have not been documented in man. Plasma free glutathione and cysteine were therefore measured following the administration of 0.2 g kg-1 ethanol to normal healthy volunteers and chronic alcoholics on disulfiram, where the effects of high concentrations of acetaldehyde can be observed. In both groups, plasma glutathione decreased shortly following ethanol, and a sustained decreased in glutathione was seen in the subjects on disulfiram. In patients on disulfiram, but not the healthy controls, plasma cysteine decreased significantly. The decrease in plasma cysteine was correlated to the rise in acetaldehyde, suggesting that cysteine, but not glutathione, forms an adduct with acetaldehyde in man. We conclude that even moderate doses of ethanol may disturb the sulphydryl homeostasis and could interfere with biologically important processes that depend on sulphydryl groups.